CHAPTER V
ACROSS THE  CHAINE  CENTRALE
aftek returning from my trip along the west coast of the
island, well-meaning New Caledonians kept throwing up
their hands in horror. * The West Coast, but there's nothing
to see there. If you want to see something you must go
up the East Coast!' and so in all humility I went and booked
my seat in Messageries Automobiles for a trip up the East
Coast.
At 5-30 one morning my name was read out of a list'of
passengers and I stepped forward to take my place among
those bound for Houailou and Ponerihouen. As a special
concession to my camera and typewriter, strict rules were
relaxed and 1 was given a seat alongside the driver, with
special instructions to the latter to stop if the front seat
passenger saw something that he wanted to photograph.
The market was in full swing, as we rolled past, round the
Place des Cocotiers, to the Post Office, out past the Nickel
Company's works, where blast furnaces were shooting
alternatively great orange-coloured flames and clouds of
sulphury-looking smoke into the air, and on to the road for
La Foa, Bourail, Houailou and Ponerihouen.
The best part of the journey commenced when we swung
away from the coast road at Bourail, and entered the fifty
kilometre section across the Chaine Centrale. Past the
remains of an old sugar imU—which together with some
land one of the early English settlers, John Higginson
exchanged for the hire of 300 convicts for a period of twenty
years—and the grey stone remnants of what was once
a large mission training farm for penitentiaries, the road
started to bite straight into the vivid blue mountains that
are the special glory of New Caledonia. Houses were few
• and far between, though often we could see far below, in
some snug valley, surrounded by a few banana palms and
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